In the United States, women are statistically more likely to be targets of domestic violence than of any other type of violence. The Family Violence Prevention Fund reports that "In the year 2001, more than half a million American women (588,490 women) were victims of nonfatal violence committed by an intimate partner" (1). Although the extent to which domestic violence occurs within Western society has long been underestimated, public scrutiny and condemnation of this troubling phenomenon has recently increased and, correspondingly, the more general theme of violence toward women is becoming increasingly prevalent in contemporary arts such as literature, film, and television.
Violence occurs in various forms; it is not strictly physical, as one might initially think. My discussion of violence in literature by women will, therefore, involve instances of physical, verbal, and emotional violence; sexual assault or harassment; discrimination; and vilification-all of which affect the mental, emotional, and physical health of heroines and their real-life counterparts. Although often not illegal, such treatment can restrict a woman's participation in life outside the home, lessen her personal fulfillment, isolate her from friends and family, and lead her to financial dependency, all of which can lead to homelessness, financial ruin, and in extreme cases, even death.
It is not always easy to define what qualifies as a crime against women; therefore, it is not always easy to determine when women's resistance is lawful. In theory, in a best-case scenario, violence for purposes of self-defense is always justifiable in a court of law. Unfortunately, as the fiction in this chapter demonstrates, what counts as self-defense is often up for debate, particularly in situations where the violence toward women is dispersed over time, is not physical but mental, or is rationalized by male aggressors. Judy Costello believes that women's "resistance to the pattern of dominance and submission is a radical step in ending the cycle of violence in this society" (178), and she advocates violent action to defend against physical attack or abuse, even when it means crossing the lines of "acceptable" behavior for women. Such self-assertion, argues Costello, is the only way to create lasting change in a system that has fallen into complacency.
Fictional vigilante women combat the physical and mental violence that they have experienced at the hands of others with illegal action intended to right injustice. This is an unusual plot, even in the fiction of today. Traditionally, in all literary genres, women have been cast as the victims of violent acts. They are the damsels in distress. So why has the "woman-as-victim" role in realist fiction been so slow to change? To answer this question, we must first understand why women continue to occupy this position in our larger society. In Reweaving the Web of Life, Costello argues that, from childhood, women are indoctrinated with advice about what is appropriate and expected behavior, and that this advice is distorted to the point that self-sacrifice becomes the norm (77). This is compounded by the fact that women living with violence often fear for their lives and the lives of their children and so are reluctant to take action. It is likely that the theme of the victimized heroine has permeated contemporary literature to such a degree because domestic violence has become a concern of mainstream society. And although literature featuring the woman as victim might indeed be an important avenue for understanding the experiences of women living with violence, the fact that so few contemporary authors imagine women taking back their power is troubling in its own right.
As noted by Ann Jones, in late nineteenth-century fiction featuring women who kill, the primary motives of the murderesses were often "greed, lust, and gratuitous cruelty." Moreover, the murderesses
